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Abstract

Purpose – The notion of organizational learning (OL) has reached the forefront of both school change
discourse and academic inquiry. However, this notion has not yet undergone deliberate thinking and
research within the special education domain. The purpose of this paper is to address this gap in the
literature by empirically investigating OL through a structural concept – organizational learning
mechanisms (OLMs) – as embedded into the learning values (culture) of special education.

Design/methodology/approach – A case study of three student’s functioning levels (low,
intermediate, and high) in a special education school provided the context for studying OLMs and the
learning values (culture) influencing their productivity.

Findings – This paper supports the existence of and the capacity for systematic learning through
institutionalized structures and procedures in a special education school. This paper also illuminates
the effect of learning values (culture) on the effectiveness of OLMs in a special education school.

Research limitations/implications – Generalizing from this case study (a special education school
comprising three levels of student functioning) is quite problematic. However, this paper supports the
merit of empirically researching OL in special education schools through the structural-cultural
framework.

Originality/value – This paper provides a useful conceptual and empirical framework to evaluate
special education schools as learning organizations.

Keywords Learning organizations, Learning processes, Israel, Secondary education

Paper type Case study

Introduction
Organizational learning is imperative for survival and competitiveness in dynamic,
complex, and uncertain environments (Garvin, 1993; Nonaka, 1991; Senge, 1990). In light
of the growing complexity of schoolwork (e.g. rising parental and political influences,
alarming increases in student violence, larger diversity of students’ needs), researchers
and practitioners have highlighted the critical importance of transforming schools into
learning organizations (Chapman, 1996; Fullan, 1995; Louis, 1994, 2006; Marks and
Louis, 1999; Silins and Mulford, 2002; Stevenson, 2001). In such organizations, teachers
continuously deliberate with one another on how to solve problems that relate to
teaching and learning (Fullan, 1993, 2000; Stoll et al., 2006). In order for the isolated
working teacher to take steps toward such interactive professionalism, schools need to
incorporate structures and processes for dialogue and deliberation (Schechter, 2002),
thus developing and sustaining learning networks for communal negotiation of
meaning (Giles and Hargreaves, 2003; Lipton and Melamede, 1997; Schechter, 2002;
Silins et al., 2002; Strain, 2000).

The special education field contains two main setting types: segregated special
education schools and inclusive schools that co-enroll regular and special education
students. This paper focuses on the self-contained special education schools (educating
children with disabilities whose needs cannot be met in ordinary/inclusive classrooms).
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In each special education school, a diverse staff of teachers, paramedical teachers,
assistants, and administrators (principal, deputy principal, and departmental heads)
must work collaboratively and dialogue continuously to assure optimal functioning
for the child with disabilities over the course of the entire school day. This requires an
organizational structure that establishes learning networks for joint thinking and
learning to enhance students’ welfare (Glatthorn, 1990; Reiter, 1994). Interestingly, no
explicit indication, either theoretical or empirical, has yet emerged to support the notion
of organizational learning (OL) in special education schools.

With this said, the present paper attempted to address the gap in the literature by
empirically investigating the structure of OL, through its learning mechanisms and
processes, as embedded into the culture (learning values) of special education.
Particularly, a case study of three student’s functioning levels (low, intermediate, and
high) in a special education school provided the context for exploring these learning
mechanisms and the learning values influencing their productivity.

The paper begins by discussing the unique characteristics of special education, and
then it describes the study’s analytic framework and methodology. The learning
mechanisms and learning values (culture) in a special education school are presented.
Discussion draws conclusions from the study and implications for further exploration of
the OLM framework in special education.

Special education
To address the widely diverse, atypical needs of the students it serves, special education
has traditionally involved providing something “extra” and “different” (Cook and
Schirmer, 2003). Kirk (1953) delineated eight features that distinguish special education
from general education:

(1) special class organization;

(2) special materials;

(3) special diagnoses;

(4) special clinical teaching procedures;

(5) intensive use of learning principles;

(6) systematic instruction;

(7) individualized instruction; and

(8) parent education.

More recently, Hallahan and Kauffman (2000) summarized seven beliefs and practices
underlying special education:

(1) individualized instruction;

(2) carefully sequenced series of tasks;

(3) emphasis on stimulation and awakening of the child’s senses;

(4) meticulous arrangement of the child’s environment;

(5) immediate reward for correct performance;

(6) tutoring in functional skills; and

(7) belief that every child should be educated to the greatest extent possible.

Organizational
learning

mechanisms

491



A major uniqueness of special education lies in the relationship between the
teacher/educator and the child with disabilities (Sachs et al., 1992) in order to rehabilitate
and prepare that child for a normative life. In special education, the need for teachers to
identify appropriate content and pedagogy for each individual student is a hallmark,
codified in federal legislation (Connery, 2000). Thus, special education pedagogy utilizes
a functional approach that determines how to teach a child and to encourage his/her
development in disciplines that will help in daily life (Sachs et al., 1992). The curriculum
must cater to specific needs arising from a particular disability (e.g. motor skills for
cerebral palsy or communication skills for pervasive developmental disorder), must
build upon the learner’s strengths, and must flexibly allow different learning styles in
the classroom (Kirk and Gallagher, 1983).

However, probably the most unique aspect of special education involves the
multidisciplinary nature of each child’s educational-therapeutic team. The educational
team generally comprises a principal, classroom teachers, vocational teachers, physical
education teachers, and arts and crafts teachers (Sachs et al., 1992), supported by a
treatment team of dietitians, assistants, educational and clinical psychologists,
educational counselors, social workers, nurses, physiotherapists, occupational
therapists, and speech therapists. These teams must cooperate to design a customized
development program for each child and to follow up on progress toward the stated
goals, thus necessitating reciprocal information sharing between all staff members
(Glatthorn, 1990; Messer, 1992; Ronen, 1975). Sharing information among staff members
increases the possibility of accurately assessing the child’s difficulties and determining
the best intervention (Reiter, 1994). Such teamwork requires each member of the staff to
diagnose the child’s problem, state his/her professional point of view in front of other
staff members, and participate in the deliberation processes concerning decisions like
appropriate subject matter to be taught, supervision of the student, and improvements
and modifications of didactic instruments (Sachs et al., 1992). In sum, the unique
structure of effective special education requires a daily channel of communication and
interaction between the large number of diverse professionals involved in the
educational and therapeutic processes for each child with disabilities.

Analytic framework: organizational learning
Current status of organizational learning
Scholars across many disciplines have widely acknowledged that learning is of utmost
importance for organizations to achieve their professional mission (Argyris and Schon,
1996; Louis, 2006). Although it is widely acknowledged that effective change and
adaptation, especially in turbulent times, occur when learning takes place throughout
the organization (West, 1994), the notion of OL remains obscure and difficult to
comprehend (Friedman et al., 2005; Garvin, 1993; Schechter, 2008). In other words,
despite the voluminous literature that has accumulated to date, there is no agreement
and even profound confusion about OL’s definition and feasibility (Friedman et al., 2005;
Schechter, 2005).

This fragmentation in conceptualizing and implementing OL stems from several
closely interrelated sources. First, research in this field has suffered from excessively
broad conceptions that encompass almost every dimension of organizational change
(Cohen and Sproull, 1991; Edmondson and Moingeon, 1998). This is especially so in the
educational domain, thus hindering schools’ ability to move from the conceptual level to
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action and capability (Fullan, 2000; Zempke, 1999). To illustrate, OL in schools has been
conceptualized as evolving around: coordinated group efforts, professional development
programs, shared goals, active commitment to continuous improvement, horizontal
networks of information flow, sufficient resources, open culture, and teacher leadership
(Johnston, 1998; Leithwood et al., 1998).

Second, despite numerous conceptions of OL in schools (Cousins, 1998; Fullan, 1993;
Louis, 2006) and many publications that are highly prescriptive, relatively scant
empirical investigation is available into how schools may become learning
organizations (Silins et al., 2002). More research is needed to understand how this
abstract concept can be translated into structures and processes in school reality
(Darling-Hamond, 1996; DuFour and Eaker, 1998; Fullan, 2000; Schechter, 2008).

Third, many conceptions of OL assume that it is “literally or metaphorically very
similar to individual learning” (Leithwood et al., 1998, p. 245). Hence, a well-grounded
conception of OL needs to explain how learning becomes an organizational property,
because this process is not and cannot be self-evident. To sum up, the OL term has come
into wide usage without necessarily conveying clear meanings or reflecting a significant
change in practice (Friedman et al., 2005; Schechter, 2005).

Information processing perspective
To overcome the aforementioned conceptual and practical confusion with regard to OL,
it is important to situate the conceptual framework of the current study along the
two tracks for assessing OL: as an independent variable or a dependent variable
(Ellis and Shpilberg, 2003; Getz, 1997). As an independent variable, OL refers to
learning processes like activities, structures, and strategies applied by the organization
to generate its members’ learning (Dodgson, 1993; Garvin, 1993; Huber, 1991;
Lipshitz et al., 1996). As a dependent variable, OL refers to detection of learning
processes’ outcomes, either:

. changes in shared mental models of organizational members regarding goals,
desired actions, historical events, tacit assumptions, causal maps, and strategies
(Levitt and March, 1988); or

. behavioral outcomes, such as changes in organizational standard operating
procedures, routines, and performance (Cyert and March, 1963; Hall, 1984).

Corresponding with the independent variable track, the conceptual framework in the
current inquiry examined the structural arrangements and learning values (culture)
that promote OL processes, rather than outcomes.

In line with the current study of OL as an independent variable, Spender and Grant
(1996) criticized schools’ overemphasis on contents to be learned, instead of on the
processes of knowledge acquisition, creation, dissemination, and integration. Likewise,
Louis (1994, 2006) argued that schools’ capacity for innovation and reform relies on their
ability to collectively process, understand, and apply knowledge about teaching and
learning (Kruse, 2003; Marks and Louis, 1999). Barnes (2000) claimed that a focus on
gathering and processing information requires the establishment of opportunities for
teachers to collectively think and share information on a sustained basis. Ellis and
Shpilberg (2003) proposed that learning processes should focus on gathering and
assimilating information from both internal (organizational) experiences and external
(environmental) changes in order to generate better internal adaptations (e.g. changes in
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structures, procedures, strategies), thereby leading to new and diverse knowledge bases
for organizational members.

Gathering and processing information as an organizational characteristic, termed the
“management science perspective” (DiBella et al., 1996; Easterby-Smith, 1997; Huber,
1991; Marquardt, 1996), can be classified into five phases of the information processing
(learning) cycle. Although these five phases are ordered progressively, learning is
perceived as a cyclical and interactive process:

(1) The information acquisition phase, the process of obtaining knowledge, includes
experiential learning through organizational experiments or self-appraisal, such
as action research; vicarious learning, in which organizations attempt to learn
from other organizations’ strategies and technologies; recruiting new members
who possess knowledge that is not available to the organization; and searching
and observing the environment.

(2) The information distribution phase is the process of sharing information that
leads to understanding.

(3) In the information interpretation phase, the distributed information is given
meaning. More learning correlates with the development of more interpretations.

(4) The organizational memory phase includes the processes and means by which
organizational experiences are stored and coded into memory. Organizational
memory consists of both mental artifacts (e.g. stories that represent
organizational patterns and values) and structural-technological artifacts
(e.g. resource room, written policies, dress, furniture, operating procedures)
within an organization (Kruse, 2003; Weick, 2000).

(5) The last phase is retrieving information from memory for organizational use.
Organizational members draw on the encoded information to guide their
decisions and actions.

The structural perspective. To operationalize OL from an information processing
perspective, Popper and Lipshitz (1998, 2000) proposed a structural approach to OL. The
structural approach posits that OL entails the existence of OLMs, which are structural
and procedural institutionalized arrangements for collecting, analyzing, storing, and
disseminating information that is relevant to the performance of the organization and its
members (DiBella et al., 1996; Huber, 1991; Marquardt, 1996). OLMs are concrete arenas,
such as meetings or joint learning forums, where knowledge can be analyzed and shared
by individual members and then become the property of the entire organization through
dissemination and changes in standard routines and procedures. The learning processes
that take place in OLMs – acquiring information, mutual interpretation, information
distribution – modify organizational structures related to bureaucratic elements
of specialization, formalization, and centralization (Ellis and Shpilberg, 2003). In other
words, reciprocally enriching shared organizational knowledge through OLMs
continuously recreates and shapes organizational structures, procedures, and routines,
thus providing further concrete indications of learning at the organizational level.

As with any conceptualization, the OLMs’ analytic framework is not without
limitations and critiques. Several limitations and critiques are embedded in the
following questions: whose interests are being served by extensively using OLMs? Does
organizational information processing help secure the hegemony of the administration?
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Can OLMs encompass not only knowledge that can be communicated through dialogue,
but also more implicit knowledge, such as intuition and non-verbal communication? Can
learning be shaped only through conscious rational communication? Do OLMs assume
that information processing can be free from coercion or deception? Do OLMs represent
an organizational-centered philosophy at the expense of the worker’s needs (Fenwick,
1997)? How can the development of the individual be integrated with promoting
organizational shared identity through OLMs? Can formal channels of information
processing (vs informal ones) be conducive in an environment with high levels of
uncertainty and changeability?

The cultural perspective. The current inquiry framework attempts to integrate the
structural perspective of OL with the cultural perspective. Information transferred,
stored, and accessed in OLMs becomes organizational property through
communication-sharing processes. However, these sharing processes can become
“a self-maintaining, self-reinforcing pattern that is anti-learning and non-corrective”
(Argyris, 1993, p. 243). Individuals in organizational contexts employ defensive routines
(behaviors that prevent learners from experiencing threat in the collective learning
arena), thus limiting and distorting information (Huber, 1991). Therefore, the existence
of OLMs alone cannot produce meaningful and beneficial outcomes for the organization
(Popper and Lipshitz, 2000). In other words, institutionalizing these learning routines
(OLMs) into standard operating procedures does not necessarily improve teaching and
learning (Elmore et al., 1996; Fullan, 1995). To be productive, this structural approach
(Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Levitt and March, 1988) needs to be supported by a cultural
approach to learning (Cook and Yanow, 1996; Senge, 1990).

Popper and Lipshitz (1998, 2000) suggested the following five learning values
(culture) as a means for promoting productive learning within OLMs:

(1) Continuous learning/inquiry, referring to one’s perseverance during any
investigation until achieving full understanding despite complexities and
difficulties, as well as one’s suspension of judgment and uncertainty, together
with a willingness to question the status quo.

(2) Valid information or integrity, referring to one’s avoidance of distortion or
withholding of information, even to defend oneself as well as one’s willingness to
give and receive accurate, complete feedback.

(3) Transparency, referring to keeping oneself open to inquiry and exposing one’s
thoughts and actions (e.g. failures) in order to receive full and valid feedback.

(4) Issue-orientation, where opinions and thoughts are discussed and judged
according to their merits and are not influenced by status, political power,
hierarchy of the recipient, or the source of information.

(5) Accountability, where one assumes responsibility to learn from one’s actions
and their consequences and to implement the lessons learned.

Without sufficient emphasis on these learning values-cultures, even the best-intentioned
learning mechanisms based on social learning processes can paradoxically reinforce
stereotypical thinking, support the status quo, and reproduce existing norms and
practices (Printy, 2004; Wenger, 1998).

Structural and cultural integration. Both structural and cultural aspects of OL
are interrelated and essential for productive learning. The integrated framework
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attempts to blend the tangible structural perspective with the intangible values
and beliefs of the cultural perspective. Integrating both facets of OL (structure and
culture) in schools illuminates OL as a social process (Cousins, 1998; Marks and
Louis, 1999). Through the social interactions taking place in OLMs, the school staff
members construct shared interpretations of events and collective representations of
knowledge. Thus, building a learning organization requires the establishment of OL
forums-networks-mechanisms and the facilitation of a learning culture. The current
study, based on Lipshitz and Popper’s (2000) approach, provides a framework for
studying OL that involves exploring the existence of OLMs in schools and the learning
values (culture) influencing their productivity (Figure 1).

Only a limited number of studies have focused on the integration of the structural and
cultural perspectives of OL. Levy’s (2003) study of 302 high school teachers (in 12 schools)
indicated that schools that extensively employed OLMs and had higher levels of
learning culture were more effective than those that applied these learning mechanisms
and culture on a smaller scale. Moreover, a case study (Schechter, 2005) in a large public
middle and secondary school indicated the dramatic influence of learning values
(culture) on the productivity of OLMs (see also Lipshitz and Popper, 2000 for
investigation of OLMs in two hospital units). These studies supported the merit of
empirically researching OL in schools through the structural-cultural framework.

As a growing number of students with disabilities are educated in typical general
education classrooms, the practical challenge and inquiry focus have been on how to
promote learning interactions and collaboration between general and special education
teachers. Thus, the need to help students with disabilities succeed within least restrictive
environments has shifted the attention to cooperative learning among general and

Figure 1.
Integrating the structural
and cultural facets of OL

Continuous learning/inquiry

Information interpretationValid information/integrity

Transparency Issue-orientation

Accountability

Organizational memory –
storing and coding

Retrieving information from
memory for organizational use

Information acquisition

Information distribution
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special education teachers (Walters-Thomas et al., 1999). However, no explicit
indication, either theoretical or empirical, has yet emerged to support the notion of OL in
special education schools. Therefore, this paper attempts to address this gap in the
literature by empirically investigating OL through a structural concept – OLMs – as
embedded into the learning values (culture) of special education.

Method
Research design
The present inquiry comprised a single case study of OL in a special education school
containing three levels of student’s functioning (low, intermediate, high). The case study
approach was employed to explore the phenomenon under investigation (Patton, 1990),
obtaining a contextually rich description of the learning mechanisms (structure) and the
learning values (culture) at all three levels of functioning. In this way, the current case
study strategy served as fertile ground for theoretical development, thus generating new
thinking and ideas (Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 2001).

Sampling procedure and school context
This study implemented a purposeful selection of an inquiry case. Purposeful sampling
aims to select a rich informational case from which the researchers can substantially
learn about the central focus of the research (Patton, 1990). The “Shalom School”
(pseudonym) was selected for the following reasons:

. The school had grown in recent years and at the time of the study included
67 students and 87 staff members comprising educational teachers, vocational
teachers, paramedical teachers, assistants, and administrators (principal, deputy
principal, departmental heads). The size and diversity of the student body and
educational team required these professionals to maintain constant learning
interactions in order to develop, modify, and supervise a unique educational
program for each student.

. The school contained three levels of student functioning, each with its own
learning environment but all operating within the same school complex: three
classes at the low level, three classes at the intermediate level, and four classes at
the high level.

The “Shalom School” is a secondary special education school in an urban
environment in one of Israel’s largest cities, serving adolescents with developmental
delays on the autistic spectrum (pervasive developmental disorder/autism) from all
over the country. The school’s stated goal was to promote students’ quality of life and
independence and help them grow from children into young self-sufficient autonomous
adults.

Shalom was founded 13 years before the study, as a small school with little means.
Within ten years, the school doubled its size, its number of students, and its number of
staff. At the time of the study, the school had 67 students ranging from 12 to 21 years of
age. Classes were divided according to age level (12-15 years old, 15-18 years old, and
18-21 years old) and according to level of functioning (low, intermediate, high),
comprising a total of ten classes as described above.

Four staff members taught each class over the school day: a teacher and an assistant
who work together during the morning hours all week long, and a different
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teacher/assistant team who work together during the afternoon hours all week long.
Thus, at all times of day, classwork is coordinated by two staff members (a teacher
and an assistant). The school day lasted ten hours, six days per week, including holidays
(in a summer camp format), except for religious holidays.

The 87 faculty members had an average of seven years of teaching experience
(range: one to 24) and worked with students through different daily or weekly lessons.
Paramedical lessons (e.g. occupational therapy, hydrotherapy), and vocational lessons
(e.g. carpentry) were part of the school’s curriculum.

Pedagogy utilized the school’s structured environments (e.g. icons for utility or
paramedical rooms) that symbolized almost all activities of daily living (e.g. bathroom
skills). Repetition, imitation, and relearning methods also predominated due to the
population’s needs, both within the same lessons and across domains, especially in the
low and intermediate levels; for example, sensory learning occurred in educational
lessons, sports, art, and paramedical lessons. In the high functioning classes, teachers
used more lecturing, whole class activities, verbal techniques, and variety of content
domains, whereas teaching at the lower level was more individual with a much more
restricted range of content domains due to the need to teach materials repeatedly
through various senses.

Data collection: interviews and observations
At the onset, the principal gave permission to collect data by means of interviews and
observations. Participants were told the purpose of the study, were assured that the
information would remain anonymous and were offered full retreat options.
The interviewer (second author) conducted semi-structured interviews with 26 faculty
members (23 females and three males) selected randomly from a list of faculty working
in the school: 12 educational teachers, eight classroom assistants, four vocational
teachers, and two administrators (principal and deputy principal). All agreed to
participate. Ten participants worked with students at the high level, eight worked with
the intermediate level, and eight worked with the low level of student functioning. The
Appendix presents the full description of the semi-structured interview protocol adapted
from Lipshitz and Popper (2000), designed to obtain information about the school’s
OLMs and learning culture without imposing specific concepts on the interviewees. The
core set of inquiry questions attempted to capture the complex variation of participants’
thoughts related to school OLMs (Berg, 1989). Interviewees were encouraged to use their
own experiences and terminology to elaborate on these questions (Thomas et al., 2001).
Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. We conducted a member check
(Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Lather, 1986) with all 26 interviewees to reevaluate the data.
Thus, both the descriptive data and tentative themes were returned to all interviewees in
order to refine the tentative results. In addition, based on the analysis of data generated
from the interviews, all learning mechanisms perceived by participants as important
were observed at least once, for a total of eight observations. Using both data sources –
interviews and observations – attempted to ensure the study’s trustworthiness and
soundness (Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Lather, 1986).

Data analysis
Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously as an ongoing process throughout
the inquiry (Strauss and Corbin, 1994). The systematic data collection and analysis

JEA
48,4

498



process discovered, expanded, and verified the phenomenon under study (Strauss and
Corbin, 1990). Based on information gathered from the interviews and observations,
we identified the major themes or categories within the data using a pattern clarification
process. In particular, data analysis followed Marshall and Rossman’s (1999) four
stages, namely, organizing the data, generating tentative themes, testing the emergent
themes, and searching for alternative explanations. We particularly attended to data
that challenged developing conceptualizations (Erickson, 1973). To ensure internal
validity of the data analysis, the two researchers independently conducted the theme
generation (Cohen et al., 2000). We compared the analytical themes generated by each
researcher. Whenever a difference emerged in the categorization, we searched the data
for disconfirming and confirming evidence to support the themes. We continued to
discuss differences in categorization until reaching agreement.

Results
The findings thematically comprised two distinct but overlapping areas: learning
mechanisms (structure) and learning values (culture).

Learning mechanisms
The findings for learning mechanisms revealed participants’ understanding as to which
OLMs operate in the school and their opinions as to the distinctive importance of each
OLM. We identified four major structural themes (OLMs) in the school.

A. Educational class meetings. Owing to the changing teacher/assistant team shifts
each day, the educational staff attributed great importance to updates and information
sharing between the morning and afternoon teams regarding the pupils, their daily
programs, and any pedagogical and/or administrative changes during the school day.
In addition to the information passed from one classroom staff member to the others
through phone calls and the staff notebook, the educational staff members also held
weekly meetings. However, because the meetings were held during the school day when
the pupils required supervision, the assistants working with low-functioning students
often did not participate. An assistant (with two years of experience) working in a
low-level class stated:

I know that the two teachers meet every week to learn and plan – this is the class’s main
learning forum. I know that they maintain good, constant contact, and this allows an
advanced learning process to occur in class. There is a very good atmosphere in the class and
this generates a lot of common learning, even though I do not participate in all the meetings.

An experienced teacher working in a low-level class described the logistical hurdles
preventing her assistant’s continuous participation:

We meet as the class staff. I wanted to organize more meetings but did not succeed. The need
to assist our students in learning activities prohibits our own ability to learn together. It is a
real shortcoming – but we try to overcome it by individual meetings [. . .] We even tried to
change the timetable of the meetings in order to enable the assistants to participate.

Although teachers and assistants alike who worked at the low level argued that they
saw a great importance in learning at the classroom level, the difficulties organizing
these learning meetings prompted some participants to call on administrators to
structure more time for their collective learning. One teacher with ten years of experience
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asserted: “The class meetings are important and efficient but they must be backed up by
the administration. They need to help us in finding time to meet and learn together.”

At the intermediate functioning level, the teachers explained how during educational
class meetings they not only gathered and shared information, but also analyzed it as a
means of attaining class goals:

. During our educational class meetings, the class staff decides about the goals and
methods to be used with the pupils. During the school year, we check if the goals
are achievable. If the methods we have chosen are the ones that will help us reach
our goal, we continue. If not, we change the method, draw conclusions, and make
recommendations. The meetings take place once a week. The class teacher leads
the meeting and the assistants participate whenever the schedule permits it
(Novice teacher).

. There is a lot of group work among the class staff and together we find ways to
solve difficulties in class – this is what happens most of the times. The teacher
I work with and I meet and discuss the daily events, the things we need for the
class or for the next meeting. It is supposed to be the same for the assistants, but
that is hard to achieve. The two teachers from the same class discuss, cooperate,
and together come to conclusions concerning the class work. The class meetings
are the most effective ones (Novice teacher).

Although teachers who worked at the intermediate level perceived the educational class
meetings as an effective mechanism for analyzing and modifying classroom practices,
they also stressed the difficulty of meeting as a foursome (both teachers and both
assistants).

Teachers and assistants working with highly functioning students similarly
attributed high importance to their educational class meetings:

. There is a feeling of dependence among the class staff and a need to learn together
in order to solve the problems and difficulties of the population we work with.
That is why the class meetings have a great importance to me (Novice teacher).

. There is a collective way of thinking in order to decide how to cope with the class.
It is very important to get information and work on the same basis at the class
level. If the class staff is united, experienced, and ready to learn together, you have
the feeling of togetherness; it is very helpful that teachers and assistants have time
to share ideas (Experienced assistant).

Overall, the importance of the educational class meetings seemed to focus on sharing
and analyzing information among the four faculty members comprising the class’s core
educational team. The logistic barriers to full participation of the assistants at both the
low and intermediate levels, due to the greater need for student supervision during
meeting times, resulted in decision making by a “reduced” staff (teachers only) and
consequently programs that were passed on to the assistants. Nevertheless, for the
high-level classes who demonstrate fewer behavior problems and difficulties,
the interviewees did not mention any barriers to assistant participation in this
learning mechanism. Thus, this learning mechanism enabled information sharing and
analysis among all four staff members and thus broadened their knowledge.

B. Learning in a joint space: within-level meetings. Owing to the growth of the
school’s population, the school divided its students according to functioning level and
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attempted to create a unified, homogenous “language” for each level. Each level, which
comprised three to four classes sharing a joint space, attempted to develop its own
identity and to establish its goals. Thus, these meetings are for built-in activities
according to the relevant needs of the population in a specific level.

Regarding learning among staff who worked with students of low-level functioning,
different perspectives emerged. One novice teacher said:

We work mostly together, learn from each other, and improve our knowledge about different
common subjects. We meet once every two months. We always sit and plan activities,
especially for holidays.

On a different note, a teacher in a low-level class complained:

At the beginning of the year we planned the ceremony for the upcoming holiday. Each
teacher had to prepare his/her part. That’s what we do each time we meet as a joint space.
Besides preparing for holidays, we don’t meet, learn or plan together.

Teachers working with intermediate-level students pointed out the importance of the
joint-space mechanism in solving the daily practical problems shared by all those
working with students having this level of functioning, as illustrated by an experienced
teacher:

This year we have more and more collaboration within the space. Last year it was only on
holidays, this year we also eat together or celebrate birthdays. We have very heterogeneous
classes, but we try to meet once a month. The division into levels also helps me exchange
materials, share dilemmas at work, or even solve problems with the children. Each of us
pollinates and contributes.

Most teachers at this level asserted that the learning subjects arising in this OLM were
common to all the classes in the intermediate space. Therefore, they could meet and
decide together as a space on materials to be used and relevant pedagogical frameworks.
However, participants also stressed the difficulty in implementing and sustaining this
learning interaction:

The purpose is to create cooperation between classes according to the level of functioning.
We had three meetings this year. To lead such a learning process you need many teachers to
help you and to make it effective. You cannot always find yourself a partner to work with,
no matter how many meetings you have. I did not find professional partners to work with
(Novice teacher).

Teachers working with students at the high-functioning level perceived great
importance in collaborating and sharing information by working in the joint space:

. We meet as a joint space almost every six weeks, plan activities and determine
methods of work. It’s effective but not as much as it could be because of its
irregular frequency (Experienced teacher).

. Learning in a joint space with other colleagues from the same level obligates you to
think and work together. Sometimes you enter other classes and other teachers
enter your class. You are part of a group, part of a common goal; you have to be
updated all the time (Young teacher).

In sum, staff at the high level argued that the joint space learning mechanism worked
quite effectively, whereas staff at the low level expressed more difficulty in exploiting
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this OLM because of the large differences (e.g. content domains, student communication
levels) between the three classes defined as low functioning within the same space.
Moreover, according to teachers at the low level, if they did meet, they planned
something very simple and specific (like a holiday schedule). In contrast, at the
high-functioning level, teachers thought of many shared activities, developed learning
plans, and designed ceremonies and holiday celebrations.

C. Monthly faculty meetings. This learning mechanism took place in the teachers’
lounge during evening hours. These monthly meetings were open to the entire staff, but
only the classroom teachers from all three functioning levels attended regularly.
Attendance was not mandatory for vocational teachers or assistants; therefore, they
rarely participated. Practically, these faculty meetings primarily addressed external
topics “imposed” on teachers by the Ministry of Education, but sometimes the topics
resulted from the teachers’ needs. This monthly meeting was the only formal learning
mechanism in which a protocol was written and then circulated to the entire staff. One
administrator described these meetings:

The purpose of these meetings is to enrich staff’s knowledge, so they will use it in their daily
work in classes. The format can vary from one meeting to another. Sometimes the discussion
is more open, sometimes the learning is divided into small groups and sometimes there are
lectures on important topics, such as planning behavior programs.

Teachers from all levels stressed the importance of the monthly meetings, claiming that
they could raise issues of concern and thus connect the subjects being discussed to their
real interests and problems:

. [. . .] Very interesting, very enriching and it happens once a month. There is a
nice sequence (Teacher from the low level).

. Although I was not involved in the discussion, I found the meeting very
interesting and educating. I discussed it later with some colleagues. We all felt it
contributed to our knowledge (New teacher from the intermediate level).

. The topics are the result of our everyday experiences, whatever the staff asks to
learn and to expand its knowledge about (Intermediate level teacher).

On the other hand, an experienced teacher working with students functioning at a high
level criticized these meetings by saying that:

There is not a yearly program. Each faculty meeting deals with a different subject and there
is no connection between one meeting and another. Every time there is a different topic, and it
does not always suit all levels of functioning. For example, if the faculty meeting is about
Asperger syndrome, it does not interest the low level, or the opposite, learning about symbols
does not suit the high level.

Although many staff members at different functioning levels applauded the benefits of
the general staff meetings for their learning, others did not envision how collective
learning about specific syndromes could positively affect their own instruction with
students having another syndrome.

D. Teachers’ pedagogical meetings. Three times a year, pedagogical meetings are
held focusing on each individual student, in the presence of that student’s educational
staff (foursome of teachers and assistants) and vocational and paramedical teachers.
The class teachers provide information concerning each student in their classes,
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devoting an hour to each class. The goal of these meetings is to see the student from
different aspects of the curriculum (e.g. academically, socially):

. The format changes over the year: sometimes the meetings are divided into
disciplinary sectors (art, sports), and sometimes there is a general assembly with
the class teachers. The leaders of the meetings are the educational teachers. These
meetings are the most significant because they contribute a great deal to the
student’s progress. You take the learning process that occurred during the year
and add all the information from all the teachers, and then you can see the whole
process as it unfolds (Class teacher).

. The pedagogical meetings meet the need to work together and achieve common
goals; they are interdisciplinary. It gives me a wider point of view. You talk about the
pupils with all of the staff who works in your class and that is why it is a very
important learning and sharing process (Veteran teacher from the intermediate level).

Several teachers argued that in the current format, teachers’ pedagogical meetings
were not fulfilling their goals:

. Sometimes I ask something of the vocational teachers, but I do not always get
answers. Last meeting, I talked more about my way of teaching, some understood
it, and some did not (Teacher working with low-level class).

. It was just talking without any purpose. The meetings did not lead anywhere.
They did not reach any conclusion about the future. It was a waste of time
(Assistant working with intermediate-level class).

. They try to discuss the work in its entirety, the goals and methods in one hour. It is
very hard, not to say impossible, but this is the place where vocational and
educational teachers talk. It is hard to sum up a process in one hour with all the
teachers sitting together (Young teacher from the intermediate level).

Overall, participants argued that the teachers’ pedagogical meetings, which included
administrators (principal, deputy principal, departmental heads), educational teachers,
vocational teachers, and assistants, provided a holistic image of the student and his or
her needs. This learning mechanism, according to teachers from all levels, was one of
utmost importance in that it enabled sharing and receiving of information on a larger
scale, which could contribute to a broader understanding of each student. This OLM
allowed teachers to break out of their classroom “walls” and learn about their students
from otherwise inaccessible vantage points.

Learning values (culture)
The findings for learning values (culture) revealed participants’ understanding as to
which values predominate in the school learning mechanisms and their opinions as to
the distinctive importance of each value. We identified three major cultural themes:

(1) the influence of size on learning;

(2) the tension between hierarchy and learning; and

(3) the teacher-assistant learning relationship.

Although these themes are distinct, they are interrelated in the context of schoolwork.
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A. Size influences learning. Observation of the staff members’ activity/passivity
levels while participating in the different OLMs revealed differences that appeared
related to the size of the learning mechanism. During general assemblies with the whole
staff (e.g. monthly faculty meetings, teachers’ pedagogical meetings), not everyone
expressed his/her opinion. However, in small group meetings (e.g. educational class
meeting, learning in a joint space), regardless of the students’ level of functioning,
participants expressed much more willingness to join the discussion:

. Some of the people do talk. It does not depend on the level of functioning. In my
class, we talk. The atmosphere is good and we share information in the intimate
small staff. Generally, it happens less in the whole school staff meetings (Novice
teacher in class for low-level functioning).

. People do not feel they can talk openly about things in the general assembly. First,
they lack the knowledge of what happens in the other classes. Second, I think
people do not want to talk because they are afraid of criticism (New teacher in the
intermediate level).

This perspective emerged during an observed educational class meeting for students at
the low level of functioning. While sitting in a circle, an experienced teacher said:

I personally do not like to express my opinion in the general meetings. Not all the teachers
understand my way of working. This forum [educational class meetings] is much more
comfortable, because we work together; we know exactly what kind of work we do here.

In particular, the vocational teachers – who are not an integral part of the class core team
of teachers and assistants – accentuated the notion of intimacy as generating an open
and transparent discussion. Vocational teachers working mostly with students of
low-level functioning perceived the intimate circle of learners as a better opportunity to
learn from others and share their thoughts:

. I cannot learn anything from the general meeting. I participate less, and I feel we
come out with nothing. In the small meetings, our team feels more comfortable,
more goal directed, and you know they are your friends at work. When you have a
feeling of togetherness, you succeed. I think the general meetings are
overburdened and not effective. Smaller meetings contribute better to
professional development, they are more natural and intimate (Vocational
teacher working mainly with students at the low level).

. For 90 percent of my time at school, when I do not teach, I meet with people from
my professional field, the small circle. The small meetings are more efficient. In the
large meetings, many times the message fails to come through. If the educational
teacher does not lead the meetings properly, the learning process is faulty.
In general, I think the bigger the forum, the less people talk (Vocational teacher
working for the last ten years in the school, mainly with students at the low level).

Similarly, at the intermediate level of functioning, a teacher considered that: “It’s hard
to share failures and difficulties with colleagues. I feel more comfortable with my small
class staff. They proved their loyalty and professionalism.” Her new assistant
commented:
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In the general meetings, the principal and deputy principal give you the feeling you can’t lead
things. In class I have my place, whereas in the general meeting I don’t have a sense of
belonging.

Supporting this idea, an assistant (five years of experience) said:

At the school level you can see less openness and sharing. In the intimate educational class
meetings, you feel more secure; we do not hide failures. We learn from failures, and from each
other. That does not happen at the whole school meeting level.

Another veteran teacher stated:

My class staff is open to criticism and is willing to investigate difficulties. However, when I
look at the whole school, teachers are very different. Some hide their difficulties from their
colleagues at the plenum meetings.

At the intermediate level, too, the staff expressed more secure feelings in the known and
intimate space than in the enlarged forum.

Continuing this approach, at the high level of functioning, a teacher/administrator
relayed:

In the general meetings with all the staff, not everybody is ready to talk. I think many people
have an opinion and then they say it in other places, more intimate, smaller forums, where
nobody will laugh at them.

Another high-level teacher working at the school since it opened commented:

Although the administration staff gives opportunities to all teachers and assistants to express
themselves, people do not talk. Teachers are not willing to express their difficulties and
engage in a learning process. The small peer group is more effective, in my opinion.

In sum, faculty members felt more secure about talking (transparency) in small intimate
groups rather than in the plenum, regardless of students’ level of functioning. At all
levels, learning in small groups seemed more effective and fruitful.

B. Tension between hierarchy and learning. Data indicated tension between novice
teachers and senior teachers and between teachers and administrators. This tension
came to the forefront differently at each level. At the low level of student functioning,
this sense of hierarchy and status as impediments to productive learning emerged
clearly:

. Maybe the environment at school does not allow us to be open about problems.
In my class, it is possible, because the environment is supportive and we share
information during the class meetings. Because of the hierarchy at the school level,
not every staff member can express their voice during these meetings. It is obvious
that if you are a senior teacher or have an important position you can say what you
think (Newcomer teacher).

. If I can learn and become more knowledgeable by learning from others, it is
my responsibility to do so. I think everyone should be ready to talk about his or
her failures. In my class, I feel an atmosphere of sharing. In the school, it is not
felt so much because of the hierarchy (Young assistant).

. Administrators [principal, deputy principal, departmental heads] do not share.
They want faculty members to share with others, but it is something one sided.
They do not do it (Assistant).
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Similar voices were heard at the intermediate level, with status and hierarchy appearing
to greatly affect the flow of information. The rhetoric (or lack of rhetoric) in the learning
forum seemed influenced by status, political power, hierarchy of the recipient, or the
source of information:

. People want to keep the knowledge for themselves. Knowledge is power, and
veteran staff members have more power. They do not always want to share it with
new members during our meetings. It depends on the status (Novice teacher).

. There is a hierarchy in school for better or worse. I think that people that have a
higher position at school will be more confident of themselves and will allow
themselves to be more open during our meetings (Teacher).

. I think there is a close connection between the status of a teacher and his/her
involvement in the organization. Only when you obtain confidence, you have a
place to voice your opinion in these learning meetings (Fairly new teacher).

At the high level, participants focused on the tension between the need for a secure, safe
arena in which to express problems and difficulties on the one hand and the
administrators’ (e.g. principal) attempt to create a competitive environment among
teachers on the other. A teacher who also serves on the administrative team described
this tension as follows:

Not all the staff feels safe to be open, it is very individual. Most of the staff participates in the
meetings and the message of the school is one of collaborative learning, but this phenomenon
does not always occur. We expect teachers to share their knowledge and cooperate, but at the
same time, we encourage competition among staff members in order to succeed. The
administration facilitates all kinds of meetings and sharing of information but also demands
better results.

An experienced teacher at the high level explained how she perceived this tension
between authentic engagement and the competitive environment:

It depends very much on hierarchy. The principal and deputy principal appreciate anybody’s
voice, but they do not always give you a safe learning environment. They urge us to succeed
and to present our successes, but something is missing.

This excerpt points out the tension between the need to keep oneself open to inquiry and
exposing one’s thoughts and actions in order to receive full and valid feedback while also
coping with the pressure for accountability and the competition that hinders authentic
learning interactions.

C. Teacher-assistant learning relationship. One important feature of the special
education system is its need for continuous interactions between teachers and assistants
within the same class. However, different perspectives surfaced regarding colleagues’
capability and motivation to learn and contribute to the group learning. Among
staff working with low-level students, one teacher with 12 years of experience said:
“I feel teachers are much more open to sharing and getting feedback than assistants.
We are more professional, although we would like to hear their [assistants’] opinions.”
On the other hand, a veteran assistant from a low-level class argued:

In the past, when we were a small school, we learned together and consulted each other,
but now it is different. We are two separate groups – teachers and assistants. Nobody listens
to you, you are blocked immediately.
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Her words were backed up by another assistant who added: “The teacher runs the class.
She does not ask you what you think about it.”

Assistants argued that they were not sufficiently involved in the class-level learning
process, as illustrated in one assistant’s words:

I, as an assistant, feel the separation between teachers and assistants. It exists and hampers
the learning process. I am certain that without assistants, a teacher cannot work. I need to be
part of the decision-making process and not only to be given orders. I want to help the pupils,
but I need to know the rationale for the work.

Similarly, a teacher at the intermediate level expressed her opinion by saying:

I know that my staff is dedicated to learning, but I know that not everyone feels like that,
especially the assistants. It depends on the colleagues you work with, the subject you want to
invest in, and the level of cooperation within the class staff.

In contrast, an assistant from a different class argued: “Teachers? Don’t make me laugh.
Most of the teachers I worked with are afraid of criticism. The assistants are very
open-minded and want to learn from others.”

Teacher-assistant learning relationships came into play at the high functioning
level as well. A novice teacher said:

Teachers can accept feedback more than assistants. Assistants work with their emotions, not
always with cool professionalism, and therefore they are less likely to accept feedback when
we learn together.

This contrasted with the words of an assistant who argued: “Assistants are more open
and communicative than educational teachers. Assistants are ready to receive feedback
and to learn from and with teachers, while the educational teachers are less cooperative.”
A senior teacher explained the tension between the teachers and assistants at the
high level:

In our school there is a hierarchy between teachers and assistants, but altogether the
assistants are much appreciated in class and they can share their ideas. I have to admit that in
the school-wide meetings it is different.

In sum, in special education classrooms, both teachers and assistants need to work and
learn together in order to develop, execute and assess the curriculum for each student
with disabilities. However, different perceptions with regard to their partner’s capacity
and motivation to learn could hinder the effectiveness of the class learning processes.

Discussion
Although generalizing from this case study is quite problematic, the discussion focuses
on four conclusions drawn from this case study, which may contribute to the field of OL
within the special education domain.

OLMs as structural learning routines and procedures
This study supports the existence of and the capacity for systematic learning through
institutionalized structures and procedures (e.g. educational class meetings, monthly
faculty meetings) that revolve around organizational information processing in the
Shalom special education school. The four mechanisms that we found had different
frequencies, and some were irregular. Some occurred on a weekly basis (educational class
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staff members), and others convened less frequently (teachers’ pedagogical meetings).
Data showed that the meetings for staff working with low-functioning students occurred
less frequently than the ones for staff working with high-functioning students, due to the
staff members’ greater preoccupation with their low-functioning students’ immediate
daily needs. Thus, teachers at both the low and intermediate levels were unable to benefit
from participation in some of the mechanisms (e.g. weekly educational class meetings)
because of the problems they encountered in their specific classes. Furthermore, the
high-functioning students’ needs were much more homogenous, thereby better enabling
the staff to cooperate, acquire information together, and develop a shared mindset. In
contrast, the greater heterogeneity in students’ needs at both the low and intermediate
levels (where each class had its own goals and instructional methods) limited teachers’
time and perceived need to share information.

The four OLMs seemed to provide the Shalom special education school with an
opportunity to define its own place and time for collective information processing, like
those found in prior research on other contexts (hospital units, Lipshitz and Popper,
2000; a large regular middle and secondary school, Schechter, 2005). Through the OLMs,
valuable information can be captured, shared, interpreted, and retrieved in the special
education setting. For example, the educational class meetings offered a mechanism
involving collective learning among the four classroom members (two teachers and two
assistants), during which they analyzed information and built future programs. Thus,
the structural framework of OLMs supports the assertion that functions require
structure (Lipshitz and Popper, 2000).

The importance of a learning culture
According to the framework investigated in this study, although school OLMs
(institutionalized arrangements) are necessary for learning, they cannot produce
meaningful and beneficial outcomes for the organization (e.g. improved teaching
capabilities) unless they are aligned with a developing learning culture. In other words,
institutionalizing these learning routines into standard operating procedures does not
necessarily improve the organization (Feldman and March, 1981). This study
illuminated the effect of learning values (culture) on the effectiveness of OLMs in the
Shalom special education school. To illustrate, faculty members argued that they could
be open to inquiry and expose their thoughts and actions to others (transparency) when
learning took place within an intimate space (educational class meetings). However, the
moment the frame of the mechanism became larger (e.g. teachers’ pedagogical
meetings), transparency diminished.

To foster a productive learning atmosphere, OLMs should be embedded in a culture
of trust and accountability (Argyris and Schon, 1996). Fullan (1995) argued that schools
need to first, or at least hand in hand with structural efforts, initiate a reculturing process
in which teachers collaboratively become continuous learners. Taking a step further,
as it takes considerable time and effort for teachers to feel comfortable in collective
learning mechanisms, it is imperative to establish learning values prior to curricular,
instructional, or structural reforms. Initiating learning values and school change
simultaneously, whether structural or instructional, would overburden both
administrators and teachers (Stevenson, 2001).
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The social nature of OL
Whereas individual learning is generally perceived as a cognitive process, OL should
also be perceived and therefore studied as a social process (Cousins, 1998; Marks and
Louis, 1999). Social interactions take place in OLMs through interpretations of events
and multiple representations of knowledge. Accordingly, these social learning
interactions cannot be perceived as a single and uniform process in organizations, but
rather as a “network” (Schlager and Fusco, 2003) of diverse institutionalized social
arrangements. With this said, learning in special education schools (at the organizational
level) is dependent on the interactions among teachers. The variety of staff members
and the unique organizational structure of special education schools enable many types
of learning interactions. Thus, the uniqueness of the special education school (structure
and instruction) enriches the possibilities of social learning processes.

The special education school as the analytic unit of learning
OLMs represent schools’ attributes. That is, OLMs represent knowledge distribution
throughout the entire school organization, rather than confined to a centrally located
knowledge system like the school principal (Walsh and Ungson, 1991). The information
provided by the teachers through the interview protocol represents the OLMs and the
learning values (culture) influencing their productivity in Shalom special education
school. In light of the special education system’s unique goals, structure, and pedagogy,
which require ongoing cooperation between different professionals (e.g. psychologists,
teachers, assistants, administrators), OLMs can capture the dynamic learning processes
among and within faculty.

The leadership role
The study proposes that administrators’ leadership had a significant impact on the ways
in which OLMs were practiced. Therefore, the role of administrators (principal, deputy
principal, departmental heads) is of the utmost importance in reframing special
education schools as learning organizations. Administrators are key players in both
introducing reflexive spaces-forums-mechanisms into the ongoing school structure and
promoting a learning culture necessary for a productive learning process (Schechter,
2002). Whereas schools, including special education schools, are still perceived to
operate according to hierarchical and rational bureaucratic models (Sheppard and
Brown, 1999), OL in schools demands leadership that “is about learning together and
constructing meaning and knowledge collectively and collaboratively” (Lambert, 1998,
p. 5). Administrators need to facilitate school collective thinking processes through
conveying the dreams, hopes and ambitions of participants. Embracing the metaphor of
looking through a kaleidoscope (Genelot, 1994), rather than taking the hero stance of the
lonely warrior, requires administrators to model and convey the idea that the point of
learning is not a political debate. Administrators should be encouraged to protect
participants from the power games that are so strongly embedded in Western society by
nurturing the skills of listening, inquiring, and reflecting (Roberts, 1997).

Further exploration
The findings of this case study warrant further systematic investigation. For one, it is
important to apply the current structural-cultural research framework to inquiry into
OLMs that center on other specific disabilities and at different school levels (elementary,
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junior high). Furthermore, the current inquiry focused on both the structures that
promoted learning (e.g. educational class meetings) and the necessary learning values
(e.g. transparency) to promote productive learning within OLMs without indicating a
specific outcome measure. Do school practices and changes occur because of
participation in these learning structures and processes? Hence, future research should
scrutinize the effects of extensive OLM use and learning values on various outcomes, for
example on teachers’ level of commitment to school and their perceived collective
efficacy, which were already linked with student achievements in regular education
schools (Schechter, 2008).

The present investigation of OLMs in a secondary special education school raised
additional interesting questions for future research: what is the principal’s role in
establishing learning structures (OLMs) and fostering learning values (culture) in a
special education school? Is the process deductive (led by the principal and
administration team) or inductive (suggested and led by the staff members)? Are
teachers and school leaders set out to organize themselves in a manner that fosters
OLMs in direct ways or is learning a by-product of other organizational structures? Does
learning in OLMs mean to be a form of deep reflective professional growth (double-loop
learning) or are these meetings simply in place to transmit low-level understandings
(single-loop learning) of how we do things around here? What is the role of OLMs and
learning values during change periods in special education schools (e.g. staff turnover,
increase/decrease in the number of students/teachers)? Similarly, it would be interesting
to study under what conditions special education schools would increase or decrease
their use of OLMs. For example, does perceived environmental uncertainty impact the
extent of OLM use?
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Appendix
OLMs[1] interview protocol (adapted from Lipshitz and Popper, 2000).

Phase 1: introduction
The interview concerns the notion of organizational learning, which is how schools learn from
their own and others’ experiences and the characteristics that foster or hinder productive learning:

. Explaining the importance of the interview and initiating rapport with the interviewee.

Phase 2: background information
Please describe the goals, working methods, and social atmosphere in the school:

. Gaining information about school life and easing interviewee into a mindset of reflecting
on his/her work in school.

Phase 3: organizational learning
Individual learning becomes organizational learning when teachers/administrators learn and
share learning with their colleagues (e.g. grade-level meetings). Do such processes occur in your
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school? Which processes in the school enable collective learning among staff members? Please
explain and provide examples. Which of these collective processes are most commonly used?
Specify their frequency. Who leads each learning process? Who participates?

. Introducing the notion of organizational learning and inquiring into the existence of
OLMs, with limited use of theoretical terms (minimizing jargon and abstract terminology).

. Using follow-up questions/prompts to obtain detailed and concrete data about processes
of sharing information with others, their importance, participants, and formalization.

Phase 4: OLMs
Describe to the interviewee the five phases of the information processing cycle (below) and ask
for specific examples for each (in turn) in the school. Use prompts if desired by asking the
interviewee to respond to the following descriptors:

(1) Collecting-acquiring. Staff members receive professional and pedagogical reference
materials.

(2) Analyzing-interpreting. Staff members work together to plan educational activities;
discussion groups meet to deliberate on professional issues; staff meetings are held to
discuss school goals.

(3) Disseminating-distributing. Evaluation reports on school programs/projects are
circulated; reports about professional changes and innovations are circulated.

(4) Storing. There is a resource room where achievement reports, procedures, pedagogical
material, and the like are stored; each curriculum/project has an updated instructional
file.

(5) Retrieving and putting to use. Staff meetings make use of summary reports of previous
meetings; previous reports about learning and teaching are used for evaluative purposes.

. Looking for additional concrete evidence of OLMs, with emphasis on each phase in the
information processing cycle. As the phases of information processing are cyclical,
interactive, and interrelated, the interviewee is asked to indicate which phase
(e.g. analyzing-interpreting) in the information processing cycle is at the center of each
OLM already identified.

Phase 5: OLMs’ effectiveness
Inquire into the objectives of each learning activity-structure (OLMs) identified so far, its
importance, output, contribution to teachers’ professional development and student
achievements, and the extent to which objectives and improvements are achieved (and why).
Ask: are the learning processes described productive? What needs to be changed in the learning
process? Do these structures contribute to teachers’ professional development-knowledge and
student achievements? Please explain and provide examples:

. Testing for productive learning and implicitly for hindering and facilitating factors.

Phase 6: culture
Explain the concept of learning culture-values (continuous learning/inquiry, valid
information/integrity, transparency, issue-orientation, accountability) and ask about the extent
to which these learning values apply to the culture of each OLM described above. Ask: do staff
members feel sufficiently comfortable to openly report their difficulties and unsuccessful
practices? Can each staff member share his/her thoughts and have an impact on the learning
process regardless of status and/or seniority? Do staff members feel safe to expose their practices
as a means of receiving authentic and valid feedback? Do staff members feel accountable for
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collective learning from their practices (failures, and successes) and for implementing that
learning in classroom practices?

. Testing explicitly for the existence of learning culture/values.

Note
1. Covering all learning mechanisms repeatedly in Phases 3-6 may be tedious; therefore, each

OLM can be addressed separately for all its interview phases, before continuing to the next
learning mechanism.
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